Theology in the Academy. Interdisciplinarity and the Challenges of Religious Studies by Boeve, Lieven
LIEVEN BOEVE 
Theology in the Academy 
Interdisciplinarity and the Challenge of Religious Studies 
Abstract (Deutsch) - In dieser kurzen Abhandlung konzentriere ich mich auf den 
akademischen Status der Theologie und deren interdisziplinaren Charakter, sowohl 
zwischen den theologischen Disziplinen untereinander als auch in Beziehung zu 
anderen wissenschaftlichen Ansatzen in den Geistes- und Naturwissenschaften. Hier 
verorte ich das Thema in der zeitgenossischen Diskussion tiber die Rolle der Theo-
logie und deren Platz am Scheideweg und an den Randern der Universitat, von 
Kirche und Gesellschaft. Ausgangspunkt dieser Reflektionen ist die Namensande-
rung der "Theologischen Fakultat" der KU Leuven in "Fakultat fur Theologie und 
Religionswissenschaften". Ich beriicksichtige sowohl kontextuell-pragmatische wie 
auch theologische Argumente fur die Namensanderung. Danach reflektierte ich, an 
Stelle einer Konklusion, auf die doppelte interdisziplinare Natur der Theologie und 
die dynamische Beziehung zwischen diesen entsprechenden Interdisziplinaritaten. 
Abstract (Fran~s) - Dans cette breve contribution, je m'interesse au statut aca-
demique de Ia theologie, a son caractere interdisciplinaire, a Ia fois entre les disci-
plines theologiques elles-memes et en relation avec d'autres approches scientifiques 
en sciences humaines et en sciences. A cette fin, je situe ce theme dans la discussion 
contemporaine sur le role de la theologie et sur sa place aux carrefours et aux marges 
de l' universite, de l'Eglise et de la societe. Le point de depart de ces reflexions est 
le changement de nom de la « Faculte de theologie >> de l'universite catholique de 
Louvain en << Faculte de theologie et de sciences religieuses >>. Je prends en compte 
a la fois les arguments pragmatiques lies au contexte et les arguments theologiques 
en faveur de ce changement de nom. Ensuite, en guise de conclusion, je reflechis 
a Ia nature doublement interdisciplinaire de la theologie et a Ia relation dynamique 
entre ces interdisciplinarites respectives. 
Introduction: on the Crossroads and from the Margin 
Both as a president of the European Society for Catholic Theology and as 
dean of KU Leuven' s Faculty of Theology and Religious-Stn<1TeS, I have stated 
several times that theology finds itself at the crossroads of university, Church 
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and society. 1 Moreover, I have argued that theology only can answer to its 
calling when it self-consciously situates itself on these crossroads, even if the 
situation of theology in the university, as well as in the Church and society has 
shifted drastically in recent decades. Indeed, due to contextual and ecclesial 
developments, it would seem that theology has been pushed to the margins 
in all three of these domains: (a) too confessional- and thus not 'objective' 
enough- to be rigorously academic; (b) too academic- and thus not really 
committed- to be fundamentally ecclesial; and (c) too intrinsically bound to 
only one particular tradition to appropriately speak to the search for meaning 
and spirituality in a detraditionalized and pluralized society. Due to this mar-
ginalization theology suffers from a threatening and discomforting loss of plau-
sibility in these respective domains. In order to cope with this loss of plausibil-
ity, theologians are tempted to withdraw from one or two of these domains, and 
to exclusively locate their discipline in only one of them. In so doing, theology 
leaves its (often difficult) place on the crossroads, in order to soften the tensions 
that go along with such a place and which are orily aggravated by this threefold 
marginalization . .& a result, however, theology not only loses grip with the 
domains it withdraws from, but it's also no longer able to appropriately function 
within the domain to which it limits itself. By (a) exclusively withdrawing into 
the university, it forfeits its tradition-bound (confessional) nature and turns into 
religious studies; by (b) becoming merely a function of the Church and thus 
giving up the challenge of its academic standards, it no longer may discover new 
opportunities to reconsider in contextually appropriate ways the bond between 
faith and reason;· and (c) by turning completely to society, it adapts itself too 
easily to the often soft-secularist and soft-pluralist spiritualities of the day, while 
no longer able to keep a critical distance to religious consumerism, relativism 
and individualism that often characterises such spiritualities. 
Of special interest to us in this short contribution is the academic status of 
theology, and its interdisciplinary nature, both between the theological disci-
plines among themselves and in relation to other scientific approaches in the 
humanities and the sciences. Of course, a consideration hereof cannot do with-
out situating this theme in the contemporary discussion of theology's role and 
place on the crossroads and in the margins of the university, the Church and 
society. Time and again, theologians - and especially those involved in faculty 
administration - are challenged to reflect on what is the project of academic 
theology, its scientific status, and how it relates to the other disciplines present 
1 See my presidential address at the 2009 ESCT congress in Limerick (Boeve 2010); Boeve 
2013, also published in English (Boeve 2014b); and my recent book Boeve 2014a, to be published 
in English in autumn 2015. The present contribution rehearses some of the ideas developed in 
these publications. 
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at universities. Such an exercise, e.g., is an obligatory element of the self-evalu-
ation reports that are requested from institutions when going through the 
procedures for quality assurance, in assessing both the academic programmes 
currently on offer as well as research performances. It is also a necessary step in 
formulating mission statements, the development of policy plans, the concep-
tion of vacancies, the application for research grants, etc. In the following, I first 
would like to share some of the reflections I made in this regard when the 
'faculty of theology' at KU Leuven decided to change its name to 'faculty of 
theology and religious studies'. Afterwards, I will add some comments on the 
double interdisciplinary nature of theology. 
What's in a name? 
In 2011 the Faculty of Theology at KU Leuven changed its name to the Faculty 
of Theology and Religious Studies.2 In response to both contextual and theo-
logical reasons, this change of name was a deliberate choice for a theological 
project making (more) room for religious studies. More accurately, it was 
perceived by most faculty members as making explicit the developments that 
had already been taking place during the last decades: next to philosophy, the 
study of other disciplinary approaches to religion and of other religions had 
come increasingly to inform theology in the same intrinsic way as philosophy 
does. But this change' of name also caused confusion, both on the level of the 
university (at the time of the discussion of its catholic identit:f) and the Church. 
The new double name of the faculty was apparently seen as a sign of seculari-
zation, a shift from so called confessional theology to neutral religious studies. 
And this was exactly the opposite of what was intended. The name change was 
precisely decided upon to safeguard and strengthen the faculty's theological 
project, and the specifically hermeneutical-theological tradition it had developed 
over the years. 4 Taking on the double name was not in any way intended as a 
2 This change became effective on August 1, 2011, and was prepared by a process of discern-
ment during which, among others, a colloquium was organized at the request of Card. Darmeels, 
then archbishop ofMechelen-Brussels and chancellor of the Catholic University ofLeuven, result-
ing in the booklet Lamberigts/Kenis 2008. 
3 In 2010-2012 the KU Leuven organized a discussion on its Catholic identity, and after 
deliberately choosing to retain the K (from 'Katholiek'), it designed a new mission statement: 
http://www.kuleuven.be/about/mission_statement. For more information about this discussion, 
s. Boeve 2014a, 216-220. 
4 As is evident from the second paragraph of the renewed mission statement which accom-
panied this change of name: "Anchored in the Roman Catholic trac!_itioR an_d inspired by 
Vatican II, cognizant of the contemporary secularized and religiously pluralized context, and 
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first move to a faculty of religious studies. Since '2011, however, the change 
of name continued to stir the question how theology and religious studies relate 
to each other, and how they both are involved in one common theological 
project. What is, indeed, the precise meaning of 'and' in 'theology and religiGus 
studies'?5 
At the background of the decision to use the double name were two contex-
tual-pragmatic and two intrinsic theological reasons. First I present the two 
contextual-pragmatic considerations, afterwards the intrinsic theological ones. 
1. The introduction of the double name is first and foremost a strategic choice 
to avoid the possibility that, within the university, a department or faculty of 
religious studies would be founded, separate from the faculty of theology. As a 
matter of fact, this is a scenario that has been played out at (Catholic) theolog-
ical institutions in the Netherlands and elsewhere, which almost intrinsically 
leads to mechanisms of mutual exclusion: theology then defines itself as not 
being religious studies; while religious studies sees itself not as theology. In the 
Dutch Catholic world this evernually has resulted in an extinction of one of the 
two (the fate of the department of religious studies at Tilburg University), or at 
least in a kind of palliative sedation (what happened to theology in Nijmegen). 
The situation in the Dutch Protestant theological world is a little bit more 
complicated, in view of the duplex ordo, but there too the declines of the disci-
plines of theology and religious studies- is enormous. Theological faculties first 
transformed themselves into departments of religious studies. Subsequently, 
these departments were incorporated into other faculties or departments because 
of economies of scale. Finally, due to falling student numbers and budget cuts, 
they were basically disbanded, as has happened this year with the age-old (and 
in earlier days very prestigious) theological department in Leiden. 
When it is a case of either theology or religious studies, when theology and 
religious studies are played out against each other, one of them appears to lose: 
religious studies loses the connection with a shrinking practical domain (that 
sociology, psychology, etc.), theology in Leuven is characterized by its profound hermeneutical-
theological and historically-based approach, in which text and context, fact and interpretation, 
historicity and normativity, theory and praxis, are held closely together. Within this profile, 
theology and religious studies are regarded as intrinsically connected, and framed within a perspec-
tive of inter-religious and ecumenical learning and encounter" (see: http://theo.kuleuven.be/en/ 
general/ mission-statement). 
5 It should be dear that, by now, the meaning of religious studies (also) in (catholic) academic 
circles has shifted: although this terminology often was used to make a distinction between theol-
ogy programmes offered to those trained to become ordained clergy ('real' theology), on the hand, 
and to lay people (religious studies), on the other, today the discipline of religious studies com-
monly refers to the variety of scientific approaches to the multifaceted phenomenon of religion. 
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asks for teachers of religious education and pastors with an ecclesial connection) 
and withers away; while theology is forced to retreat into the ecclesial domain 
and narrows its perspective. This has of course also to do with the context of 
detraditionalization and pluralization of the contemporary religious and 
socio-cultural landscape. Sometimes a certain reckoning with a supposedly overly 
Christian and/ or ecclesial character of university and faculty also plays a role. 
2. Yet precisely this last point- and this is the second contextual-pragmatic 
consideration - is obviously the reason why the majority of our students, and 
certainly the international-jltudents, choose to come to Leuven, because it offers 
theological programmes. For a number of them it is veiy important that it is a 
Roman-Catholic theological faculty, licensed to award canonical degrees. 
Giving up the theological finality would have major effects on the influx from 
international students in Leuven - definitely an important pragmatic argument 
not to do so. 
In short, on the basis of contextual-pragmatic reasons, the change of name in 
no way implies a farewell to theology, but on the contrary: such a faculty is 
and remains in the first place a theological faculty, making room for religious 
studies, not in an either-or, but in a both-and way. 
Moreover, there are also two intrinsically theological reasons to give the faculty 
a double name. Both reasons have to do with the nature of theology, particularly 
Catholic theology. 
1. Classically, theology is defined by the maxim of Anselm of Canterbury (I 033-
1109) as fides qutJ!rens intellectum: faith seeking understanding. Theologians 
engage in a reflection on and from within Christian faith - a reflection nouris-
hed by an existential praxis; rooted in a tradition; embedded in a community; 
and performed in actual historical, cultural, socio-political contexts on a scale 
that ranges from the particularly local to the global. 
Religious studies is identified with the scientific study of the phenomenon of 
religion in all its diversity. Religious studies uses the appropriate philosophical 
and (sociological) scientific methods to reflect on the phenomenon of religion, 
and on the variety of religions, spiritualities, worldviews, etc. Today, indeed, not 
only the material but also the formal object of study is characterized by an 
extensive diversity. This includes the study of how a religion develops its self-un-
derstanding from within its tradition-bound perspective, while coming to reflect 
upon itself and developing more hermeneutical ways of coping with the very 
tradition one lives by. 
Defined as fides quaerens intellectum, theology refers of old to the surrounding 
philosophy, to shape her intellectual dialogue with the contqt._Aeeording to another 
classical maxim, philosophia ancilla theologiae, philosophy is the handmaiden 
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of theology (Kant added though that the handmaiden does not merely follow 
to carry the train, but instead may also lead theology's way carrying a torch [ c£ 
Kant 1959, 216]). From philosophy, theologians often took over models, pat-
terns, ideas and words that helped them develop, structure, motivate, and unf<Jla 
their own position. Philosophy in turn provided a clarification of the broader 
context and structured the conception of and critical perspectives on reality, 
also for Christians. Since modernity, philosophy was joined in this endeavour 
by other humanities, social and natural sciences, and in as much as these 
scientific approaches were qualified by their material object, they are referred to 
as religious studies. AB the new ancillae of theology, this diversity of disciplinary 
approaches co-constitute the contextual critical consciousness with which the-
ology enters in dialogue to reach a contemporary understanding of faith. 
The project of faith searching for understanding is no longer only informed by 
philosophy, but likewise by e.g. history, philology, psychology, sociology and 
anthropology of religion. 
2. There is, however, a second theological reason to involve religious studies in 
the theological project, in addition to modernity and the origination of the 
modern humanities and natural sciences. This reason is the impact of religious 
pluralisation on theological questions. Today the terminology of religious stud-
ies also covers the study of the world religions, which seeks to understand one 
religion or the connections and interaction between religions. Also for these 
purposes, a diverse range of methodological approaches is used. This constitutes 
a more recent change in perspective, as is illustrated quite aptly by a personal 
note. During my own formation in theology (1984-1990), I was never taught 
any course on a non-Christian religion. Much less did we consider the signifi-
cance of religious pluralism for the Christian faith or, for instance, for the truth 
claims of this faith. There was a course on world religions in the first year, but 
this was an elective and its alternative was 'Christian Latin: Reading of Texts'. 
Quite naturally, I chose to immerse myself in the Latin of Aurelius Augustinus, 
rather than studying other religions. The plain fact that this is inconceivable 
today proves my point that our minds have changed significantly in this respect. 
We can hardly conceive of the project of theology without reckoning with the 
challenges offered by, and the dialogue with, the other religions. Fundamental 
theology, Christology, ethics, spirituality, pastoral care, dealing with religious 
texts and histories: all these are summoned to get involved with religious 
plurality. And this calls for the scientific study of world religions as a necessary 
partner. 
6 
,wobei doch immer noch die Frage bleibt: ob diese ihrer gnadigen Frau die Fackel vortriigt 
oder die Schleppe nachtragt". 
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In short, both for contextual-pragmatic reasons as well as for theological 
reasons the faculty deliberately bears the double name theology and religious 
studies. At the same time, from these considerations follows that both terms 
cannot be merely juxtaposed, and that the word 'and' between both terms cer-
tainly cannot mean 'or'. The relation between theology and religious studies is 
deliberately meant to be 'inclusive' and 'asymmetrical'. Theology intrinsically 
needs religious studies to be able to be a full-bodied theology. While mutual 
exclusion for both is detrimental: for theology, because in order to realise faith's 
coming to understanding it needs the critical-constructive assistance of the 
rationalities of the day; Ofi the other hand, religious studies may similarly profit 
from their link with such a theological project, especially when they, from a 
self-attributed position of neutrality and objectivity, get in danger of forgetting 
the hermeneutical circles they are part of, and run the risk of becoming ideo-
logical. 7 This does not, of course, mean that self-standing research in religious 
studies cannot be conducted at the faculty. Yet it does mean that the relevance 
of such research for theology must eventually be made clear. 
By Way of Conclusion: The Double Interdisciplinary Nature of Theology 
To conclude, I would like to add two further reflections on the interdisciplinary 
nature of theology. AB already mentioned, first of all, in terms of the various 
theological disciplines\ themselves, their interdisciplinary character is considered 
by way of making avail of philosophy, religious studies and the sciences in order 
to come to a greaterself-understanding. Religious studies, in this case, is seen as 
a supportive science. The systematic theologian used to call on the philosopher 
mostly, but nowadays is willing to lend his or her ear toward the cultural anthro-
pologist, the sociologist, the psychologist and even the economist. Theological 
ethicists enter in dialogue with psychology, pedagogy, medicine, etc.; pastoral 
theologians make an empirical turn; and also the variety of scientific disciplines 
contributing to biblical studies and to the historical-theological study of Church 
and theology has considerably grown. AB such, theological disciplines do not 
have a conclusive rationality of their own, but always co-construct their reflexive 
apparatus with the help of the ambient rationalities. It is therefore important to 
question the results of former dialogues between faith and reason in light of 
more recent critical-constructive contributions of non-theological disciplines. 
The challenge, especially in our days, remains to firmly embed the support of 
these rationalities within a theological programme, because these rationalities do 
7 For my reflections about the necessary mutual interruption of the.alogfW.d religious studies, 
s. Boeve 2009/2010, 3-18 (Boeve 2014a, chapter 6, 157~172). 
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not lead out of themselves to theological ways of reasoning (i.e. contributing to 
a larger self-understanding and internal reflexivity in faith). 
Secondly, there is the need for a more outspoken internal interdisciplinarity 
with theology itsel£ Partly due to the contribution of specific scientific rationa:ll..: 
ties, the variety of theological disciplines has not only become more visible, but 
tends to make it difficult to construct more synthetic views on the whole of the 
theological project. The dialogue with other sciences has helped theology to seek 
legitimation for its own academic status, but also resulted in (over)specialisation. 
The cause of theology, however, in its search for a greater understanding of faith, 
requires inter- and transdisciplinarity. Christology, for example, cannot do with-
out a continued dialogue with biblical studies. 8 Likewise this is the case for Church 
history: by reflecting on the way normativity develops within history (and how 
specific views on history implicitly hold normative claims), it thus profits from 
confronting itself with systematic-theological views of tradition development. 
Matters are even more complex as this double interdisciplinarity is dynami-
cally related to each other: the. interdisciplinary relationship between theology 
and the (supportive) sciences interacts with the internal theological interdisci-
plinary relationship between different theological disciplines. The way in which 
these various disciplines understand their relationship with their specific 
supportive sciences is of major significance to the way they relate or contribute 
to other theological disciplines. The manner in which church historians incor-
porate historical data into a theological reflection on history, e.g., is in this 
regard decisive for the way church historians and systematic theologians can 
enter into dialogue. (s. Boeve/Merrigan 2013) 
For the European Society for Catholic Theology, this implies that in one way 
or the other, it is called to facilitate this double interdisciplinary character of the-
ology, by challenging theological disciplines to enter into dialogue, first, with 
philosophy, religious studies and the like, and, second, with each other. Only then, 
theology will be able to hold its difficult place, often from the margins of each one 
of the domains, at the crossroads of the academy, the Church and society. 
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